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TN405.3 Quality Assurance – Conservation Planning and Practice Application 
 

(a) Introduction  
 

(1) Quality assurance is a process that involves high quality training, on-going 
guidance, and review of program activities and accomplishments.  
 

(2) To maintain a high level of quality work, employees need to know and understand 
the policy and procedures related to their day-to-day work.  Employees are encouraged to seek 
guidance when questions or unique situations arise.  
 

(3) Quality assurance should be completed in an atmosphere of helpfulness and 
cooperation.  The goal of quality assurance is to ensure that field office employees, District, and 
NRCS have the necessary knowledge, skills, and abilities to provide high quality products and 
services.  
 

(4) Quality assurance should be an opportunity to promote sharing of knowledge and 
information among employees.  
 

(b) Policy  
 

(1) District Conservationists (DC’s) are responsible for quality assurance within their 
field offices.  District Conservationists are granted significant latitude in the establishment of 
quality assurance procedures.  District Conservationists should involve their staff in the 
development of these procedures and share the results with the entire staff.  The following 
guidelines (i. thru iv.) should be considered when developing the procedures.  
 

i. Quality assurance is most efficient and effective when incorporated into 
normal field office operations.  Quality assurance may be accomplished as program activities are 
being applied or as the layout and design of practices are completed.  Mistakes, errors, or 
problems can be corrected as the work progresses rather than waiting for completion or after 
completion of the practice. 
 

ii. District Conservationists may choose to complete a portion of quality 
assurance upon completion of the program activity and/or practice installation.  
 

iii. Quality assurance should be viewed as an opportune time for the interchange 
of ideas for processes and procedures.  Therefore, quality assurance activities should be designed 
to invite cooperation, participation, and training opportunities for employees.  
 

iv. District Conservationists are responsible for promptly addressing deficiencies 
found during quality assurance.  District Conservationists will document quality assurance 
reviews on TN-MGT-6, TN-MGT-7, and TN-MGT-8.  
 

(2) The Assistant State Conservationist (Water Resources) will serve as the State 
Level Coordinator for all quality assurance activities in Tennessee.  
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i. Area and state staff will provide assistance to District Conservationists with 

local quality assurance activities as requested or as indicated by deficiencies.  
 

ii. Area and state staff will carry out independent quality assurance reviews in 
coordination with District Conservationists, as necessary, to assure statewide quality assurance.  
 

iii. Area and state staff will complete quality assurance reviews as requested by 
the Assistant State Conservationist (Water Resources).  
 

iv. All quality assurance reviews are to meet planning and application procedures 
and the Field Office Technical Guide.  
 

(c) Guidelines  
 

(1) Quality assurance will include the technical quality of planned and installed 
practices; and administration of program activities and planning principles.  
 

(2) Quality assurance will encompass:  
 

i. Conservation plans and systems.  
 

ii. Note keeping and supporting documentation.  
 

iii. Farm Bill compliance [Highly Erodible Land Conservation (HELC) and 
Wetland Conservation (WC)].  
 

iv. Programs eligibility determinations, ranking worksheets, contracts, status 
reviews, cost share, observance of program policy and guidelines, etc.  
 

v. Job approval authority and certifications. 
  

vi. Accuracy and adequacy of design. 
  

vii. Quality of installation. 
  

viii. Accuracy of measurements and computations.  
 

ix. Adequacy of the conservation plan.  
 

x. Adequacy of supporting records.  
 

xi. The need and feasibility of the practice within the resource management 
system.  
 

(3) Extent of quality assurance  
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i. Extent of quality assurance will be based on the activity level of individual 
county and watershed teams.  
 

ii. Planning and application quality assurance conducted by Lead District 
Conservationists shall include 5 percent of the technical and program work performed by each 
employee under their supervision.   Quality assurance conducted by area and state staff shall 
include 5 percent of each type of program activity (identified on the TN-MGT-5), half of which 
will be work performed by the Lead District Conservationist and half will be employee work 
reviewed by the Lead District Conservationist.   All reviews shall encompass each program on 
which work is performed by the employee.  However, it is not necessary to check more than 
three to five examples of a program activity or practice installation to determine the level of 
quality work.  
 

iii. If less than five such occurrences of an individual program activity are 
completed during the year, quality assurance may not be necessary by area and state staff for that 
program activity in a county.  However, each program activity or practice installations should be 
reviewed at a county level at least every three years.  
 

(4) Selection of the program or activity to be reviewed.  
 

i. The kind and number of program activities installed in the program year will 
be determined from field office records.  Field office databases, program registers, progress 
information, etc., should be used to obtain this information.  
 

ii. Reviews will be based on previous fiscal year activities.  
 

iii. Technical services provided by technical service providers (TSP’s) will be 
incorporated into the selection of activities to be reviewed.  The primary quality assurance 
activities associated with TSP’s include verifying that individuals who provide technical 
assistance are certified TSP’s and verifying that adequate documentation on practice design and 
checkout has been provided to NRCS.  
 

iv. Quality assurance will be conducted annually for all program activities on all 
land in which NRCS and certain SCD employees have a vested interest.   This review will only 
be done in years in which planning or application has been completed or modified.   A vested 
interest is defined in the NFSAM as “an interest in farmland that derives USDA benefits as an 
owner, operator, or have 20 percent or more interest in a family farm corporation.”  For quality 
assurance purposes, the term “benefits” includes technical assistance.    All activities, including 
technical assistance, conducted on an NRCS or Soil Conservation District (SCD) employee’s 
land with a vested interest or immediate relative to the employee will be reviewed each fiscal 
year.  Activities include a program application, a conservation plan developed, contract 
modification, or practice(s) applied during the fiscal year.  
  

v. Area and State staffs should coordinate activities to ensure effective and 
efficient quality assurance review process. 
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vi. Only SCD and NRCS employees with NRCS provided planning certification 

and/or engineering job approval authority are subject to this quality assurance review. 
 

(5) Levels of Responsibility  
 

i. District Conservationists will ensure that quality assurance is completed 
within their areas of responsibility.  
 

ii. Area Conservationists are responsible for area level coordination of their 
quality assurance team activities. 

 
iii. The State Conservation Engineer and State Resource Conservationist are 

responsible for state-level coordination of the quality assurance team activities at the state level.      
 

iv. Employees will not provide quality assurance on land in which they are a 
participant or immediate relative of a participant.  
 

v. Area staff will conduct quality assurance reviews as assigned by the Area 
Conservationist.  
 

(6) Timeliness  
 

i. Quality assurance will be completed on a fiscal year basis.  
 

ii. Field Office appraisals will include quality assurance reviews of planning and 
application when scheduled within the same fiscal year; therefore, additional quality assurance 
activities by the area or state will not be necessary unless dictated by deficiencies.  
 

(7) Reporting  
 

i. District Conservationists will submit a Program Summary Activity Report 
covering the previous fiscal year within 30 days after the end of that fiscal year (see Exhibit TN-
MGT-5).   This report will only contain the total received and total developed columns 
completed.   The District Conservationist will then establish a procedure to conduct a 5 percent 
review on all applications, plans and practices completed by employees (NRCS and SCD) during 
the previous fiscal year.  Plans and contracts with practices applied should receive the highest 
priority.   All plan/contract reviews will result in a completion of TN-MGT-6, and as applicable, 
TN-MGT-7 and MGT-8.   In review of practices, any practice that has been applied as part of the 
plan is subject to a review regardless of the fiscal year completed. 
 

ii. Notes, records, and forms of reviewed program activities/practices shall be 
filed under MGT (330) at the field office level.  Area offices will receive and maintain the 
finalized copy of Exhibit TN-MGT-5 from the Lead District Conservationist, which will be sent 
to the Area Conservationist by January 15 following the fiscal year reviewed.  District 
Conservationists will note consistent deficiencies and training opportunities in the additional 
comments section of the form.   Area Conservationists will use this form as guidance in 
conducting their quality assurance process for the field offices.   
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iii. Area Conservationists will conduct a 5 percent review per fiscal year of 

conservation plans and all practices reported as applied in the plans reviewed.  Area reviews will 
be completed and summarized on a TN-MGT-5 by program for all counties and forwarded to the 
State Conservationist by March 31.  Area Conservationists will note consistent deficiencies and 
training opportunities in the additional comments section of the form.   
 

iv. The State Conservation Engineer and State Resource Conservationist will 
review the area findings, evaluate further QA activities needed, and prepare the final report to 
the State Conservationist with a copy to the State Level Quality Assurance Coordinator (ASTC-
Water Resources). 
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